WHILE AGO, I RECEIVED A PHONE CALL from an editor at Ranger Rick Magazine, asking if I might verify a few facts for an insect story that was about to come out. This care and attention to accuracy came as no surprise to me-despite the fact that they're written for children, articles for Ranger Rick are reviewed scrupulously (I know this to be true because, the one and only time I ever wrote for the magazine-an article titled, "Watch out! Wild carrots!"-reviewers caught an error that went unnoticed in an article on a similiar subject that went to a scientific journal for grown-ups). In particular, she wanted to know if the New Zealand weta (one of three species of very large stenopelmatid crickets) is heavier than the goliath beetle (one of several species of very large scarabeid beetles). Frankly, all I knew at the time was that they were both really big insects, and, with intraspecific variation being what it is, providing a definitive answer could be definitely risky. I hesitated to go with my gut instinct and say "goliath beetle," without first ruling out the possibility that, lurking deep within the jungles of New Zealand, there might be a morbidly obese weta with a glandular condition. Moreover, I really didn't think it should matter to people whether average wetas are a fraction of an ounce heavier than average goliath beetles.
I know, though, as does the editor, that it really does matter. For reasons I can't understand completely, most people seem to care passionately about records. Students, for example, who complain about the burden of memorizing the names of insect orders can rattle off statistics about Michael Jordan's shooting percentage or Kerry Woods' earned run average at will. They're willing not only to commit these numbers to memory but also to update them as they change (hey, it's not like the names of the orders change over the course of a semester). The world is awash in records, and the most prominent keepers of records are, the people at the Guinness Book of World Records (GBWR). First published in August 1955, 4 the book became a best seller within a matter of weeks and has remained a best seller ever since; sales now approach $80 million a year.
The people behind the GBWR have not overlooked the class Insecta in their pursuit of all things exceptional or extraordinary. The book includes categories of achievement for which all animals are eligible-for example, records for greatest concentration of animals (currently held by a swarm of Melanoplus spretus, sighted over Nebraska in July 1874 and estimated to contain over 12.5 trillion insects), fastest reproduction (the cabbage aphid Brevicoryne brassicae), most acute sense of smell (the male emperor moth), the strongest animal (a rhinoceros beetle), the most prodigious eater (larvae of the polyphemus moth)-as well as records For those keeping count, 400 yards/s is equivalent to 818 mph and 300 yards/s is 614 mph.
for which only insects are eligible-the oldest insect, the longest insect, the smallest insect, the lightest insect, the loudest insect, the insect with the fastest wingbeat, the insect with the slowest wing beat, and so on. Here is where the Guinness people weigh in, as it were, on the heaviest insect controversy, designating the goliath beetles (Goliathus regius, G. meleagris, G. goliath us, and G. druryi) as the collective record holders in the 1998 edition. There are even a few records restricted to members of certain taxa-largest grasshoppper, largest flea, longest flea jump, largest dragonfly, smallest dragonfly, largest butterfly, smallest moth, and longest butterfly migration. "Fastest flying" is a category that's been around for a while and it's worthy of discussion because it illustrates the pitfalls of paying attention to these sorts of records. At the moment, according to GBWR, the record is held by Austrophlebia costalis, an Australian dragonfly clocked at 36 mph by person or persons unnamed. Historically, however, the zest for setting (or even just reporting) records caused many people to lose their objectivity. The deer bot fly Cephenemyia pratti was for a long time assumed to be the fastest flyer on earth. C. pratti is one of a group of oestrids that make their living ovipositing in the nostrils of deer and their relatives and developing as maggots by consuming blood and soft tissues in the nasal and pharyngeal cavities. This insect became a record holder as a consequence of buzzing by Charles Townsend as he was scaling 7,OOO-foot peaks in the Sierra Madres of western Chihuahua. The event apparently left an impression. In an essay published in the Journal of the New York Entomological Society (Thompson 1927) , occasioned by an ongoing debate in the popular science literature on the feasibility of a daylight-day circuit of the earth in the face of new technologies in aeronautical engineering, Townsend put high speed travel in the context of his experience: "the gravid females pass while on the search for hosts at a velocity of well over 300 yards per second-allowing a slight perception of color and form, but only a blurred glimpse ....On 12,OOO-foot summits in New Mexico I have seen pass me at an incredibly velocity what were quite certainly the males of Cephenemyia. I could barely distinguish that something had passed-only a brownish blur in the air of about the right size for these flies and without sense of form. As closely as I could estimate, their speed must have approximated 400 yards per second." For those keeping count, 400 yardsls is equivalent to 818 mph and 300 yardsls is 614 mph. Townsend reckons that these flies could likely have "kept up with the shells that the German big-bertha shot into Paris during the world war." Despite the extraordinary biological nature of this claim, Townsend really didn't seem all that impressed; rather than dwelling on the astonishing nature of the fly's abili-ties, he spends most of his time offering suggestions for inventing flying machines that can beat the speed of the earth's axial rotation (apparently, a more easily realized goa] than beating the speed of the fly).
Townsend may not have been impressed, but a lot of other people were. For over a decade, this record was cited widelyamong other places, in the New York Times in 1926 and in the Illustrated London News in 1938-particularly to put into perspective feeble human attempts to set new speed records with mechanical devices. These citations eventually drew the attention of Irving Langmuir, an engineer with the General E]ectric Research Laboratory in Schenectady, NY. By use of dimensional reasoning, "comparing the fly with a Zeppelin as to diameter and speed and fuel consumption," along with ballistics equations and simple mathematics, Langmuir (1938) was able to calculate that a fly traveling at such speeds would have to consume 1.5 times its own weight in food every second in order to maintain itself. Moreover, flying at such speeds, a fly that strikes human skin "would come to rest in about 55 x 10-6 sec and during this time there would be a force of 1.4 x 10-8 dynes or 140 kg (310 pounds)," certainly enough force to "penetrate deeply into human flesh." Given that these flies have the habit of darting in and out of their host's noses to oviposit, it's remarkable that more Sierra Madre mule deer aren't wandering around with an extra nostril or two.
Based on the appearance of a moving lead weight on a string (and observing at what speed it becomes blurry), Langmuir estimated that Thompson's blurry flies were probably traveling only at the far-fromrecord-setting speed of about 25 mph. So, it's clear there's a need for stricter standards when it comes to reporting on record-setting animals. There already are, however, strict standards for human accomplishments that involve insects, and I can see the value of reporting such records, even if they are a tad on the bizarre side. For years, there weren't many such records to worry about. In the 1998 issue of GBWR, in fact, among the "fantastic feats" documented (on the same page as the records for logrolling, ladderclimbing, bigamous marriages, and knitting) is, somewhat incongruously, the sole 1998 insect-related record-for wearing a mantle of bees. On 29 June 1991, Jed Shaner "was covered by a mantle of an estimated 343,000 bees weighing an aggregate of 80 pounds in Staunton, VA."
Television stands to propel insect-related human records out of their neglected status. Summer 1998 marked the debut of the Fox Network television program, "Guinness World Records: Primetime" (www.lmnotv. com/newlayoutlpr-guin-pri.htm).
In early promotions, each episode was promised to include "multiple challenges and breathtaking events during which people go to the ultimate extremes" either to break existing records or create new ones. Some of these record-setting scenes are more visually appealing than others-walking a tightrope between two hot air balloons at 14,000 feet is probably more exciting to watch than, say, the man with the world's largest feet. The quest for ratings has added substantia]-Iy to the number of insect-human records in the record-book. In June 1998, in front of GBWR judges, Dan Capps, by the act of spitting a dead cricket a distance of 32' 1/2 II, succeeded in setting a new world's record for dead-cricket spitting.
I ...Mr. Capps succeeded in spitting a dead cricket 32' 1 and 1/2", but, because the official judges were not present, that particular spit never made it into the record books.
There is no question that television has upped the ante in terms of the nature of records set; big risks mean big ratings. On 20 October 1998, Dr. Norman Gary, retired bee biologist from the University of Ca]ifornia at Davis, traveled to Griffith Park in Los Angeles, CA, and, in front of officials, succeeded in holding 109 live bees in his mouth for ten seconds, thereby setting a world's record for holding live bees in the mouth for ten seconds. This world record was one that Dr. Gary conceived of himself, based on years of working with bees and studying their behavior. I won't reveal to you his secrets; suffice it to say that, even though "Guinness Primetime" compensates its record-setters, there isn't enough money in the world to entice me to attempt to break this one.
For the record (as it were), Dr. Gary is no stranger to record books; he says he's very competitive by nature. His first record (and first encounter with GBWR) was back in 1988, when he set the Australian record for largest mantle of bees. In 1998, he conquered the world-on 21 July 1998 (airing 1 September 1998), Dr. Gary succeeded in assembling a mantle of bees on colleague Mark Biancaniello (an animal trainer who works at Michael Jackson's Neverland ranch) that weighed in excess of 87.5 pounds and included an estimated 353,150 bees. It took three tries, and it required deve]oping new and innovative methods for estimating the number of bees in a mantle, but Dr. Gary rose to the challenge. There's a good chance, according to the Guinness people, that this mantle of bees will be featured in the millenium issue of the GBWR.
I'm happy for Dr. Gary, but I don't want to be the one to break the news to Jed Shaner that he will no longer be featured in GBWR in the "fantastic feats" section-at least for "mantle of bees." If he's been busy ladder climbing, knitting, or logrolling since 1991, he may still have a shot at the millenium issue on the same page. And I'd encourage those wetas not to lose hope-there may be a place for them in the next issue if they keep eating.
